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Art Strike 
as Art 


The Artist as a Victim 
of Tourette Syndrome 


It’s amusing to think that “art strikers” could 
so value their work that they imagine its cessa- 
tion would change the economic topography 
of our country. If they actually saw Art Strike 
as a practical solution to the problem of the 
artist’s contribution to the perpetuation of an 
oppressive system, they would be guilty of the 
egotism and elitism they deplore. They would 
be elevated to the status of tragic heroes, like 
the lost Olympians, who sacrificed personal 
glory to the dream of a greater good. 

The participants have no delusions about 
their (non-)action and yet, in the imagination 
the ramifications of Art Strike are exhilarat- 
ing. If cultural workers suddenly shut up and 
could no longer view themselves as superior 
beings, humanity would truly have the chance 
to create itself new. What would this new 
humanity rising like Phoenix from the ashes of 
its own culture be like? 

Art Strike is a brilliant gesture. 

Art Strike is symbolic, merely provoca- 
tive. Itis meant to provoke conversation among 
artists like all the other insulated works it rails 
against. It is a piece of performance art that 
will break down the boundaries between art 
and non-art to focus on life. 

Since Art Strike is art, during Art Strike, 
Art Strike itself won’ t be possible. Conceptual 
art in the wake of Art Strike would be redun- 
dant and superficial. No single work of art 
could approach the brilliant simplicity/com- 
plexity of Art Strike. I imagine artists spilling 
out of the ship of culture like so many bewil- 
dered rats, only to drown. 

Since art will be irrelevant after the strike, 
the strike will have accomplished its mission, 
even though by definition this is impossible. 

Art Strike is the sound of one hand clap- 
ping. 

Therefore it is the most important work of 
art of this century—make that this millen- 
nium. [Karen Eliot 


Artists. Can they help it? Are they possessed with the uncontrollable urge to create, or is this 
simply a pose designed to mystify the activity? Is the making of art a kind of obsession, the 
suppression of which might lead to profound dissatisfaction with daily life and seamless 
unhappiness? Do artists “require” expression in the same way you or | require food or water, 
as a matter of survival, as many of them would have us believe? Or are artists driven by 
manipulated cultural forces of which they may be only dimly aware? If so, who pulls 
the strings? 

Presented with the possibility of giving up “art”, many artists will stare forward, 
dumbstruck, mouth agape, with the hollow words “I couldn't!” scarcely able to form at the 
orbit of their lips. Sweat forms at their temples, their brains race in epicycles from their 
panicked frenzy, faced at last with the possible obligation of confronting the prison of nude 
reality. Is art an addiction, or is it much more? 

Think of the absurdity of such a proposal: Artists can’t help it. This creates a subset of 
the ‘human condition’ which we should have to call the ‘artist condition’. Such artists are 
little better off than the pitiable victims of Tourette syndrome, a medical condition 
characterized by violent nervous tics and involuntary spasms of socially unacceptable 
behavior. Victims of Tourette can’t help it. They tic like you or | blink our eyes or swallow 
a mouthful of saliva. 

Many of the things which so clearly characterize Tourette can also be applied to the 
artist. The violent jerks and ejaculations of half- or fully-formed epithets, the flinging of the 
arms, and the otherwise disturbing uncontrolled outbursts which would seem to be somehow 
significant. The short attention span, the hyperactivity, the disruptiveness in school, the 
obsessiveness, the compulsions. Or the slopping of large canvases with pigment. It is the 
same. 

If Tourette syndrome is the operative metaphor for what is here called the ‘artist 
condition’, then it seems likely that there would be no cure. For those of us who are fortunate 
enough to be wholly conscious of our every decision for taking action, all we can do is to 


go on Art Strike and show these miserable sufferers exactly what's possible if you put your 
mind to it. [ASAC-IA 


“The architects of the Art Strike want everyone to emulate their own 
lack of success. They’re promoting lazy café intellectualism 


as a political ideal.” 


—Julian Schnabel, 1989 
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How COULD WE STOP MAKING ART WHEN ART 

IS OUR ONLY WEAPON IN OUR STRUGGLE 2 

WHY WOULD WE THROW Away OUR ARMS 

hd ce UP ART, THE ESSENCE oF OUR LIFE} 
ULD WE su 

BELIEVE IN pes Re eet E 

WE, FREE ARTISTS, WHY SHOULD BECOME ART STRIKERS 


WHEN WE MAKE ART ONLY FOR THE SATISF, 
OUR OWN Ming} ACTION OF 


WHY WOULD we STRIKE WHEN WE ARE HAPPY 
WITHOUT AMY CONNECTION TO THE ART SysTEem?2 


AND WE , ESTABLISHED ARTISTS OF 
WHY WOULD wE Pe pap ladl 
STRIKE WHEN WE HAVE ALREADY 

SATISFIED OUR DRIRES 2 

AND WE, WHO ACCEPTED THE CONCEPT OF "EvERYTWNG 

IS ART" SHALL WE KILL OURSELVES To MANIFEST 

OUR SYMPATHY WITH THE ART STRIKERS è 

AND WE, WHO BELIEVE THAT "EVERYBODY Is AN ARTIST” | 
> 


SHOULD WE TRY T¢ CONVINGE THE POLICE TO 
JOIN THE ART STRIWEZ 


Stop carrying the torch for art. Sit down. Take off your 
shoes. Relax. Have a nice, hot cup of coffee. 


Bob Black, in his essay “On the Art Strike” (Artpaper, Vol. 9 No. 4, p. 9-10) raises 
some strong arguments supporting the idea that the Art Strike is, against its overt 
intentions, an elitist (in)action which “...only certifies artists as the expert interpreters 
of what nobody but artists do.” He does so by likening the Art Strike to “imperialism” 
and suggests that it is “Ostentatious renunciation [which] is greed in its warped and 
most insidious form”. He also says that art-strikers engage in this (in)action because 
they are “...some of the less commercially successful [among] contemporary art- 
ists...” True, few of us are “successful” in these cynical terms—and to measure our 


| 
| 
| 
Forget it. In a world where attitudes are com- | 
modities to be bought with time, the price of | 
freedom would be far too dear. You couldn't | 
afford to be without your fear of starvation, the | 
fear of the denial of shelter, and, perhaps most of | 
all, the fear that someone might be able to take 
away the banal comforts upon which you have | 
grown to depend. | 


value as contributors to culture based on how much money we make is just one of the 
ridiculous attitudes the Art Strike seeks to combat. A Julian Schnabel could not 
participate in an Art Strike. He has far too much to lose to be completely honest about 
milieu in which he prospers. Other points: If “*...only artists can refuse art...”, then art 
is irrelevant to begin with, and 
must be renounced, perhaps 
even ostentatiously. (Although 
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WHICH LIE OUTSIDE OF IT. IN SHORT, A SET OF REDUNDANT GESTURES COMPLETELY IN SUPPORT OF THE STATUS 
QUO, CREATING ANOTHER ILLUSION OF FREEDOM— REPRESSIVE TOLERANCE. [ASAC-MD 


PARADISE STANDS IN THE SHADOW OF SWORDS 


culture a disservice by taking 
the Art Strike too seriously— 
and this is much the same as not 
taking it half seriously enough. 
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